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(57)  An assembly method comprising: providing a
digital model of an aircraft airframe (200), the digital mod-
el comprising digital models of component parts (202,
204) of the airframe (200); providing the component parts
(202, 204), each comprising one or more predrilled fas-
tener holes; fixing a first component part (202a) to a sup-
port structure (1102); fixing a second component part
(204a) to an end effector (1112) of a robot arm (1110);
using the airframe digital model, controlling the robot arm
(1110) to move the second component part (204a) rela-
tive to the first component (202a) as specified in the air-
frame digital model to cause one or more predrilled holes
in the second component (204a) part to align with one or
more predrilled holes in the first component part (202a);
and attaching the second component part (204a) to the
first component part (202a) using fasteners through the
aligned predrilled holes.
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Description
FIELD OF THE INVENTION

[0001] The present invention relates to the assembly
of aircraft airframes and parts thereof.

BACKGROUND

[0002] Aircraft typically comprise an airframe to which
an aircraft external skin is fastened. Many aircraft air-
frames comprise a plurality of frames (or formers) and
shear webs (or stringers). The frames are typically later-
ally spaced from one another and arranged perpendicu-
lar to the longitudinal axis of the aircraft. The primary
purpose of frames is to establish the shape of the fuse-
lage. The shear webs are typically structural members
which are attached between pairs of frames and are ar-
ranged parallel to the longitudinal axis of the aircraft. The
shear webs support the aircraft skin and, in use, transfer
aerodynamic loads acting on the skin onto the frames.
[0003] It is desirable that aircraft airframes are pro-
duced to be within very tight tolerance bounds.

[0004] Production of an aircraft airframe typically com-
prises producing two or more separate airframe sections
(forexample, afore fuselage section, an aft fuselage sec-
tion, and atail section), and subsequently attaching those
sections together.

[0005] It tends to be very difficult to produce separate
airframe sections with a sufficient level of precision to
allow for easy assembly of the airframe. Lengthy and
expensive shimming processes may be required to fill
gaps between, for example, the airframe sections when
those sections are attached together.

[0006] Production of a section of an aircraft airframe
typically involves the use of airframe assembly tools or
fixtures designed to support airframe components while
they are being worked on and to locate different compo-
nents together in the correct relative positions during air-
frame assembly. Traditionally, each different assembly
process has required at least one dedicated assembly
fixture, which is produced specifically for a given set of
components and which is designed to support the com-
ponents in a particular manner so that assembly opera-
tions can be carried out withoutinterference from the tool.
Such assembly tools are manufactured to exacting
standards.

[0007] A conventional assembly fixture comprises a
rigid metal framework constructed from welded box sec-
tion steel. A plurality of pick-up devices is mounted on
the framework for carrying the aircraft components during
the assembly process, and these too are conventionally
produced from welded steel parts.

[0008] EP 1230 124 discloses such an assembly fix-
ture.
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0009] In afirst aspect, the present invention provides
an assembly method comprising: providing a digital mod-
el of at least part of an aircraft airframe, the digital model
of the at least part of the aircraft airframe comprising a
respective digital model of each of a plurality of compo-
nent parts of the aircraft airframe; providing the plurality
of component parts of the aircraft airframe, each of the
plurality of component parts comprising one or more pre-
drilled fastener holes; fixing a first component part to a
support structure; fixing a second component part to an
end effector of a robot arm; using the digital model of the
at least part of the aircraft airframe, controlling the robot
arm to move the second component part relative to the
first component part thereby moving the second compo-
nent part into a position relative to the first component
part specified in the digital model of the at least part of
the aircraft airfframe, and causing one or more predrilled
holes in the second component part to align with one or
more predrilled holes in the first component part respec-
tively; and attaching the second component part to the
first component part by inserting a respective fastener
through each pair of the aligned predrilled holes, thereby
producing an assembled at least part of the aircraft air-
frame.

[0010] The method may further comprise measuring,
by a position measurement system, a position of the sup-
port structure relative to the position measurement sys-
tem, wherein the step of controlling the robot arm com-
prises using the measured position of the support struc-
ture relative to the position measurement system.
[0011] The method may further comprise measuring,
by a position measurement system, a position of the end
effector relative to the position measurement system,
wherein the step of controlling the robot arm comprises
using the measured position of the end effector relative
to the position measurement system.

[0012] The method may further comprise locking a po-
sition of the robot arm during the step of attaching the
second component part to the first component part.
[0013] The method may further comprise, using the
robot arm and/or one or more further robot arms, attach-
ing a plurality of further component parts to the first com-
ponent part and/or the second component part thereby
to assemble the at least part of the aircraft airframe. The
at least part of the aircraft airframe may be assembled
in such a way that a longitudinal axis of the at least part
of the aircraft airframe is substantially vertical.

[0014] The method may further comprise measuring a
surface of the assembled at least part of the aircraft air-
frame, and determining a second digital model of the at
least part of the aircraft airframe using the measurements
of the surface of the assembled least part of the aircraft
airframe. The method may further comprise: providing
an aircraft skin; measuring a surface of the aircraft skin;
creating a digital model of the aircraft skin using the
measurements of the surface of the aircraft skin; digitally
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assembling the second digital model of the at least part
of the aircraft airframe with the digital model of the aircraft
skin; using the digitally assembled second digital model
of the at least part of the aircraft airfframe and the digital
model of the aircraft skin, creating a digital model of a
shim, the shim filling a gap between the second digital
model of the at least part of the aircraft airframe and the
digital model of the aircraft skin; and producing a physical
shim using the digital model of the shim. The method
may further comprise attaching the physical shim to the
assembled at least part of the aircraft airframe and at-
taching the aircraft skin to the assembled at least part of
the aircraft airframe with the physical shim attached
thereto.

[0015] The step of providing the plurality of component
parts of the aircraft airfframe may comprises, for each of
the plurality of component parts: providing a first digital
model of that component part; producing an initial phys-
ical part using the first digital model; measuring a surface
of the initial physical part; creating a second digital model
using the measurements of the surface of the initial phys-
ical part, the second digital model being a digital model
ofthe initial physical part; specifying one or more fastener
holes in the second digital model; and drilling one or more
fastener holes in the initial physical part using the second
digital model with the one or more fastener holes speci-
fied therein, thereby producing that component part of
the aircraft airframe. The step of drilling one or more fas-
tener holes in the initial physical part may comprises:
attaching, using attachmentfeatures of the initial physical
part, the initial physical part to a machining fixture; de-
termining a datum, the datum being dependent upon the
relative positions of the attachment features; and con-
trolling drilling apparatus with respect to the datum to drill
the one or more fastener holes in the initial physical part
so as to produce that component part of the aircraft air-
frame.

[0016] The step of providing the plurality of component
parts of the aircraft airfframe may comprises, for each of
the plurality of component parts: providing a workpiece
comprising a plurality of attachment features for attaching
the workpiece to a machining fixture; attaching, using the
attachment features, the workpiece to the machining fix-
ture; determining a datum, the datum being dependent
upon the relative positions of the attachment features;
providing a first digital model of that component part; and
controlling machining apparatus with respect to the da-
tum to machine the workpiece attached to the machining
fixture so as to produce that component part as specified
by the first digital model. The first component part may
be fixed to the support structure using attachment fea-
tures of the first component. The second component part
may be fixed to the end effector using attachment fea-
tures of the second component. The step of providing a
digital model of at least part of an aircraft airframe may
comprise digitally assembling the second digital models
of the component parts.

[0017] In a further aspect, the present invention pro-
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vides a system comprising: one or more processors con-
figured to provide a digital model of at least part of an
aircraft airframe, the digital model of the at least part of
the aircraft airframe comprising arespective digital model
of each of a plurality of component parts of the aircraft
airframe; a support structure configured to receive a first
component part of the aircraft airframe, the first compo-
nent part comprising one or more predrilled fastener
holes; a robot arm comprising an end effector, the end
effector configured to receive a second component part
of the aircraft airframe, the second component part com-
prising one or more predrilled fastener holes; and a con-
troller configured to control the robot arm, using the digital
model of the at least part of the aircraft airframe, to move
the second component part relative to the first component
part thereby moving the second component part into a
position relative to the first component part specified in
the digitalmodel of the atleast part of the aircraft airframe,
and to cause the one or more predrilled holes in the sec-
ond component part to align with the one or more pre-
drilled holes in the first component part respectively.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS
[0018]

Figure 1 is a schematic illustration (not to scale) of
an aircraft;

Figure 2 is a schematic illustration (not to scale) of
a portion of an airframe of a fuselage of the aircraft;

Figure 3 is a process flow chart showing steps of a
method of producing component parts of the air-
frame;

Figure 4 is schematic illustration (not to scale) show-
ing part of a digital model of the airframe created
during the process of Figure 3;

Figure 5 is a schematic illustration (not to scale)
showing machining apparatus for machining a com-
ponent of the airframe;

Figure 6 is schematic illustration (not to scale) show-
ing part of a digital model of the airframe created
during the process of Figure 3;

Figure 7 is a schematic illustration (not to scale)
showing machining apparatus for machining a com-
ponent of the airframe;

Figure 8 is a process flow chart showing steps of a
method of assembling the airframe and attaching an
aircraft external skin thereto;

Figure 9 is a schematic illustration (not to scale) of
a subassembly of the airframe;
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Figure 10 is a process flow chart showing steps of a
method of assembling the subassembly;

Figure 11 is a schematic illustration (not to scale)
showing an assembly system;

Figure 12 is a process flow chart showing steps of a
method of assembling the airframe from subassem-
blies;

Figure 13 is a schematic illustration (not to scale)
showing the assembly system being used to assem-
ble;

Figure 14 is a process flow chart showing steps of a
method of attaching an aircraft external skin to the
airframe; and

Figure 15 is a schematic illustration (not to scale)
showing part of a digital model of a shim.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0019] It will be appreciated that relative terms such as
horizontal and vertical, top and bottom, above and below,
front and back, upper and lower, and so on, are used
herein merely for ease of reference to the Figures, and
these terms are not limiting as such, and any two differing
directions or positions and so on may be implemented
rather than truly horizontal and vertical, top and bottom,
and so on.

[0020] Figure 1is aschematicillustration (not to scale)
of an example aircraft 100 comprising a fuselage 102,
two wings 104, and an empennage 106.

[0021] The fuselage 102 comprises an airframe and
an aircraft external skin fastened to the airframe.
[0022] Figure 2is a schematicillustration (not to scale)
of a portion of the airframe 200 of the fuselage 102, which
is hereinafter referred to as the "airframe" 200.

[0023] Inthis embodiment, the airframe 200 comprises
four laterally spaced-apart frames 202, and twelve shear
webs 204.

[0024] In this embodiment, the frames 202 may be
made of any appropriate material, including but not lim-
ited to aluminium or an alloy thereof, titanium or an alloy
thereof. The frames 202 define the shape of the aircraft
fuselage and, in use, provide stability to the aircraft 100
by preventing or opposing deflection of the shear webs
204. When the aircraft 100 is fully assembled, the frames
202 are arranged substantially perpendicularly to the lon-
gitudinal axis of the aircraft 100.

[0025] In this embodiment, the shear webs 204 may
be made of any appropriate material, including but not
limited to aluminium or an alloy thereof, titanium or an
alloy thereof. Each shear web 204 is attached to two ad-
jacent frames 202, and extends between that pair of
frames 202. When the aircraft 100 is fully assembled, the
shear webs 204 run substantially parallel to the longitu-
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dinal axis of the aircraft 100. In this embodiment, the
shear webs 204 are fastened to the frames 202 by a
plurality of fasteners inserted through fastener holes in
the frames 202 and shear webs 204. In some embodi-
ments, one or more of the shear webs 204 is a different
size to one or more of the other shear webs.

[0026] The airframe 200 may further comprise one or
more further components that may be attached (e.g. by
fasteners) to one or more of the frames 202 and/or shear
webs 204. Examples of further component parts include
but are not limited to structural members such as keels,
fuel floors, and beams. Such further components are
omitted from this description merely for reasons of ease
of depiction and understanding.

[0027] An embodiment of a process of producing the
component parts 202, 204 of the airframe 200 is de-
scribed in more detail later below with reference to Fig-
ures 3-7. This process may be thought of as producing
a "kit of parts" for the airframe 200 which may be subse-
quently assembled into the airframe 200 shown in Figure
2.

[0028] An embodiment of a process of assembling to-
gether the component parts 202, 204 (produced by the
process of described below with reference to Figures 3-7)
to form the airframe 200 is described in more detail later
below with reference to Figures 8-15.

[0029] Figure 3is a process flow chart showing certain
steps of an embodiment of a method of producing the
component parts 202, 204 of the airframe 200 (i.e. the
frames 202 and the shear webs 204). In this embodiment,
the produced frames 202 and the shear webs 204 form
a kit of parts that may be subsequently assembled to-
gether to form the airframe 200.

[0030] Atstep s2,foreach of the component parts 202,
204 of the airframe 200 (i.e. for each of the frames 202
and the shear webs 204), a respective digital model of
that part 202, 204 is created. The digital models of the
component parts 202, 204 specify the surfaces of the
component parts 202, 204. The digital models of the com-
ponent parts 202, 204 may be specified by a human user
using a computer and any appropriate 3D modelling soft-
ware or computer-aided design (CAD) tool.

[0031] At step s4, the digital models of the component
parts 202, 204 are digitally assembled together, thereby
to provide a digital model of the airframe 200. The digital
models of the component parts 202, 204 may be digitally
assembled by a human user using a computer and any
appropriate 3D modelling software or CAD tool. The dig-
ital model of the airframe 200 specifies the surfaces of
the airframe 200.

[0032] At step s6, the digital model of the airframe 200
is modified to include gaps between the digital represen-
tations of the component parts 202, 204.

[0033] Figure 4 is schematic illustration (not to scale)
showing a portion 400 of the modified digital model of
the airframe 200 at step s6. In this embodiment, the digital
model of the airframe 200 is modified such that the digital
models of the frames 202 and the shear webs 204 are
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spaced apart from each other. The digital model of the
airframe 200 is modified such that gaps 402 exist be-
tween the digital representations of components parts
202,204 that are to be fastened together during assembly
of the airframe 200.

[0034] The digital model of the airframe 200 may be
modified (to define the gaps 402) by a human user using
a computer and any appropriate 3D modelling software
or CAD tool. For example, the gaps 402 may be specified
by altering the size and/or shape of one or more of the
digital models of the component parts 202, 204, and/or
by moving one or more of the digital models of the com-
ponent parts 202, 204 with respect to one or more of the
other digital models of the component parts 202, 204.
Modification of the digital model of the airframe 200 may
be based on manufacturing capability.

[0035] At step s7, new (or updated) digital models of
the component parts 202, 204 are created based on the
modified digital model of the airframe 200 produced at
step s6. In this embodiment, the new digital models of
the component parts 202, 204 are those specified by the
modified digital model of the airframe 200, i.e. that may
have been modified or changed so as to accommodate
the gaps 402 in the digital model of the airframe 200. The
new digital models of the component parts 202, 204 may
be created by a human user using a computer and any
appropriate 3D modelling software or CAD tool.

[0036] At step s8, the physical frames 202 and shear
webs 204 are produced according to the new digital mod-
els of the component parts 202, 204 created at step s7.
[0037] In this embodiment, each frame 202 and shear
web 204 is produced by a 5-axis computer numerical
control (CNC) milling machine machining a respective
workpiece in accordance with the new digital model of
that frame 202 or shear web 204.

[0038] Figure 5is aschematicillustration (not to scale)
illustrating an example conventional process of produc-
ing a frame 202 that may be performed at step s8.
[0039] Inthis embodiment, a workpiece (which is to be
machined to formthe frame 202 and is therefore indicated
in Figure 5 by the reference numeral 202) is fixed to a
frame machining fixture 500. The frame machining fixture
500 comprises a substantially rigid base portion 502 and
a plurality of locator pins 504.

[0040] In this embodiment, there are four locator pins
504 located on an upper surface of the base portion 502
and extending away from the upper surface of the base
portion 502 in a direction that is substantially perpendic-
ular to that surface. In this embodiment, each of the lo-
cator pins 504 is configured to couple to a respective
fixture attachment feature of the workpiece 202. In this
embodiment, each fixture attachment feature 510 is a
hole through the workpiece through which a respective
locator pin 504 received. The relative positions of the
locator pins 504 correspond to those of the fixture attach-
ment features 510 of the workpiece 202 such that the
workpiece 202 may be placed onto the upper surface of
the base portion 502 in such a way that each locator pin
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504 couples to a respective fixture attachment feature
510, thereby securing the workpiece 202 against the
frame machining fixture 500. The workpiece 202 and the
frame machining fixture 500 are complementary. The lo-
cator pins 504 are configured to securely hold the work-
piece 202 to prevent or oppose movement or deflection
of the workpiece 202 while the workpiece 202 is being
machined.

[0041] In this embodiment, the CNC milling machine
506 is controlled by a controller 508. The controller 508
moves the CNC milling machine 506 with respect to a
datum defined by the relative positions of the locator pins
504 and the fixture attachment features of the workpiece
202. The controller 508 may control the CNC milling ma-
chine 506 to probe features of the frame machining fixture
500, for example, by moving the CNC milling machine
506 to contact with the locator pins 504. In this way, the
controller 508 determines the location of the cutting tool
of the CNC milling machine 506 in space with respect to
the datum. Using the datum, the known position of the
cutting tool, and the current digital model for the frame
202, the controller 508 controls the CNC milling machine
506 to machine the workpiece 202, thereby to produce
the frame 202.

[0042] Thus, the frame 202 may be produced as fol-
lows. Firstly, a workpiece comprising a plurality of attach-
ment features for attaching the workpiece to the machin-
ing fixture 500 is provided. A datum is defined dependent
upon the relative positions of the attachment features
(which may, for example, be measured by the CNC mill-
ing machine 506, a laser tracker, or other measurement
apparatus). The surface of the workpiece 202 may then
be measured with respect to the datum (for example, by
the CNC milling machine 506, a laser tracker, or other
measurement apparatus). The workpiece is attached,
using its attachment features, to the machining fixture
500. A digital model of the desired frame 202 (which may
include the attachment features) and the measurements
of the workpiece surface may be used to control the ma-
chining apparatus (i.e. the CNC milling machine 506) with
respect to the datum to machine the workpiece 200 at-
tached to the machining fixture 500 so as to produce the
frame 200 as specified by the digital model.

[0043] All of the frames 202 and shear webs 204 may
be produced using a similar CNC machining process.
[0044] Returning to the description of Figure 3, at step
s10, a coordinate measuring machine (CMM) is used to
measure the surfaces of each of the physical frames 202
and shear webs 204 produced at step s8.

[0045] At step s12, new (or updated) digital models of
the component parts 202, 204 are created using the CMM
measurements taken atstep s10. Thus, these new digital
models of the component parts 202, 204 tend to be ac-
curate digital representations of the produced physical
parts 202, 204.

[0046] At steps14, optionally, the physical component
parts are treated. Examples of treatment that may be
performed on or applied to the component parts 202, 204
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include but are not limited to anodising, degreasing, chro-
mate conversion coating, solution heat treating, and
painting. In some embodiments, this treatment step (step
s14) is performed before the steps of CMM measuring
and digital model creation performed at steps s10 and
s12 respectively.

[0047] At step s15, the new digital models of the com-
ponent parts 202, 204 created at step s12 are digitally
assembled together, thereby to provide a new (or updat-
ed) digital model of the airframe 200. The digital models
of the component parts 202, 204 may be digitally assem-
bled by a human user using a computer and any appro-
priate 3D modelling software or CAD tool.

[0048] Atsteps16,adigital model for each of a plurality
of shims is created using the new digital model of the
airframe 200 created at step s15.

[0049] The new digital model of the airframe 200 cre-
ated at step s15 specifies gaps between component parts
202, 204 that are to be fastened together. In this embod-
iment, for each of these gaps, a digital model of a respec-
tive shim that completely fills that gap is created.
[0050] Figure 6 is schematic illustration (not to scale)
showing a portion 600 of the new digital model of the
airframe 200 created at step s15. In this embodiment,
there is a gap 602 between the digital representations of
the frame 202 and the shear web 204. A digital model of
ashim 604 is specified such that the shim 604 completely
fills the gap 602.

[0051] The digital model of the shims 604 may be cre-
ated by a human user using a computer and any appro-
priate 3D modelling software or CAD tool.

[0052] At step s18, physical shims 604 are produced
according to the digital models of the shims 604 created
at step s16.

[0053] Inthisembodiment, the shims 604 are produced
by an Additive Manufacturing (AM) apparatus performing
an AM process. Examples of AM processes that may be
used to produce the shims 604 include, but are not limited
to, binder jetting, directed energy deposition, material ex-
trusion, material jetting, powder bed fusion, sheet lami-
nation, and vat photopolymerization.

[0054] The shims 604 may be made of any appropriate
material, for example, aluminium or aluminium alloy, ti-
tanium ortitanium alloy, or a plastic. Preferably, the shims
604 are resistant to corrosion or degradation by contact
with aircraft fuel.

[0055] Atstep s20, the physical shims 604 are bonded
to the corresponding surfaces of the physical component
parts 202, 204. Any appropriate bonding process may
be used to bond the shims 604 to the component parts
202, 204. For example, a polysulphide adhesive may be
used.

[0056] In some embodiments, the shims 604 may be
formed onto the surfaces of the physical component parts
202, 204 using an AM process (such as a Direct Write
(DW) process) to "print" the shims 604 directly onto the
surfaces of the component parts 202, 204.

[0057] In some embodiments, one or more of the
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shimmed parts 202, 204 is remeasured and may be used
to verify or update one or more of the digital models.
[0058] At step s22, the digital model of the airframe
200 is modified to include digital representations fastener
holes through the component parts 202, 204.

[0059] An example of a digital representation of a fas-
tener hole is indicated in Figure 6 by dotted lines and the
reference numeral 606.

[0060] In this embodiment, the fastener holes 606 are
holes through the component parts 202, 204, 604. Fas-
tener holes 606 are holes for receiving fasteners during
the below described airframe assembly process. For two
or more different component parts 202, 204 that are to
be assembled together, fastener holes 606 in those parts
are aligned with thereby allowing for fasteners to be po-
sitioned through all of those component parts 202, 204,
604 to mechanically fasten those component parts 202,
204 together. As shown in Figure 6, a fastener hole 606
in the frame 202 is aligned with a fastener hole 606 in
the shear web 204.

[0061] Thus, the digital models of the component parts
202, 204 are modified or updated to specify fastener
holes 606. The fastener holes 606 may be specified in
the digital models by a human user using a computer and
any appropriate 3D modelling software or CAD tool.
[0062] At step s24, fastener holes 606 are drilled into
the physical component parts 202, 204, 604 in accord-
ance with the digital models modified at step s22. In other
words, the digital models of the component parts 202,
204 that have been modified or updated to specify fas-
tener holes 606 are used to form fastener holes 606 in
the physical component parts 202, 204.

[0063] Figure 7 is a schematicillustration (not to scale)
illustrating an example process of drilling fastener holes
into a frame 202 that may be performed at step s24. The
frame 202 has a plurality of shims 604 bonded to its sur-
face. The frame 202 is fixed to the frame machining fixture
500. In particular, the locator pins 504 securely hold the
frame 202 against the upper surface of the rigid base
portion 502 to prevent or oppose movement or deflection
of the frame 202 while the faster holes 606 are being
drilled.

[0064] In this embodiment, the controller 508 moves
the CNC milling machine 506 with respect to the datum
defined by the relative positions of the locator pins 504
and the fixture attachment features of the frame 202. The
controller 508 may control the CNC milling machine 506
to probe features of the frame machining fixture 500, for
example, by moving the CNC milling machine 506 to con-
tact with the locator pins 504. In this way, the controller
508 determines the location of the cutting tool of the CNC
milling machine 506 in space with respect to the datum.
Using the datum, the known position of the cutting tool,
and the current digital model for the frame 202 specifying
the positions of the fastener holes 606, the controller 508
controls the CNC milling machine 506 to drill the fastener
holes 606 into the frame 202.

[0065] Preferably, drilled fastener holes 606 are de-
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burred after drilling, for example while the frame 202 is
still secured to the machining fixture 500.

[0066] All of the frames 202 and shear webs 204 may
have fastener holes drilled therein using a similar CNC
machining process.

[0067] Returning to the description of Figure 3, at step
s26, a CMM is used to measure the surfaces of each of
the drilled frames 202 and shear webs 204 produced at
step s24,including measuring ofthe drilled fastener holes
606.

[0068] At step s28, new (or updated) digital models of
the component parts 202,204 are created using the CMM
measurements taken at step s26. Thus, these new digital
models of the component parts 202, 204 tend to be ac-
curate digital representations of the produced physical
parts 202, 204 with shims 604 bonded thereto, and with
fastener holes 606 drilled therethrough.

[0069] The new digital models of the component parts
202, 204 may be used to provide a new or updated digital
model of the airframe 200.

[0070] Thus, a method producing the component parts
202, 204 of the airframe 200 is provided. The produced
frames 202 and shear webs 204 form a kit of parts. What
will now be described is a method of assembling together
this kit of parts.

[0071] Figure 8is a process flow chart showing certain
steps of an embodiment of a method of assembling the
airframe 200 from the frames 202 and the shear webs
204, and attaching an aircraft external skin thereto.
[0072] Atstep s30, a first subassembly of the airframe
200 is assembled.

[0073] Figure 9is aschematicillustration (not to scale)
of the first subassembly 900. The first subassembly 900
is a portion of the airframe 200. In this embodiment, the
first subassembly 900 comprises two laterally spaced-
apart frames 202 and four shear webs 204. The four
shear webs 204 are attached between the two spaced-
part frames 202.

[0074] A process for assembling the first subassembly
900 is described in more detail later below with reference
to Figure 10.

[0075] At step s32, a second subassembly of the air-
frame 200 is assembled. In this embodiment, the second
subassembly is substantially the same as the first sub-
assembly 900. The second subassembly is assembled
in the same way as the first subassembly 900, which is
described in more detail later below with reference to
Figures 10 and 11.

[0076] At step s34, the first subassembly 900 and the
second subassembly are attached together to form the
airframe 200.

[0077] A process for assembling the airframe 200 from
the first and second subassemblies is described in more
detail later below with reference to Figures 12 and 13.
[0078] Atstep s36, an aircraft external skin is attached
to the outer surface of the airframe 200.

[0079] A process for attaching the external skin to the
outer surface of the airframe 200 is described in more
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detail later below with reference to Figure 14 and 15.
[0080] Thus, a method of assembling the airframe 200
and attaching an aircraft external skin thereto is provided.
[0081] Returning now to the description of step s30,
Figure 10 is a process flow chart showing certain steps
of a method of assembling the first subassembly 900.
The description of Figure 10 will refer to Figure 11. Figure
11 is a schematic illustration (not to scale) showing an
assembly system 1100 used to assemble the airframe
200.

[0082] At step s40, a first frame 202a is secured to a
support structure 1102.

[0083] The support structure 1102 comprises a base
1104 and a plurality of elongate support members 1106.
[0084] The base 1104 is a substantially rigid member.
The base 1104 may be made of metal, for example steel.
The base 1104 is heavy such that sliding (i.e. translation)
and rotation of the support structure 1102 during the as-
sembly process is opposed or prevented. The base 1104
is relatively thick such that bending or deflection of the
base 1104 during the assembly process is opposed or
prevented.

[0085] The base 1104 comprises a plurality of first light
emitting diodes (LEDs) 1107. In this embodiment, there
arefourfirstLEDs 1107. However, in otherembodiments,
thereis a different number of first LEDs, for example more
than four.

[0086] Each support member 1106 is fixedly attached
at its proximal end to an upper surface of the base 1104.
Each supportmember 1106 extends away from the upper
surface of the base 1104 in a direction thatis substantially
perpendicular to the upper surface of the base 1104.
[0087] In this embodiment, the first frame 202a fixed
to the distal ends of the support members 1106. The sup-
port members 1106 are arranged in such a way that the
surface defined by the distal ends of the support mem-
bers 1106 is the same shape as the lower surface of the
first frame 202a.

[0088] Inthisembodiment, each supportmember 1106
comprises a respective locator pin 1108. The relative po-
sitions of the locator pins 1108 correspond to those of
the fixture attachment features (whichin this embodiment
are through holes) of the first frame 202a such that the
first frame 202a may be placed onto the distal ends of
the support members 1106 in such a way that each lo-
cator pin 1108 couples to arespective fixture attachment
feature, thereby securing the first frame 202a against the
support structure 1102. Each of the locator pins 1108 is
configured to couple to (i.e. be received by) a respective
fixture attachment feature of the first frame 202a.
[0089] In this embodiment, the relative positions of the
locator pins 1108 of the support structure 1102 are sub-
stantially the same as the relative positions of the locator
pins locator pins 504 of the machining fixture 500. Also,
the relative positions of the locator pins 1108 of the sup-
port structure 1102 are substantially the same as the rel-
ative positions of the fixture attachment features of the
first frame 202a.
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[0090] In this embodiment, there are four support
members 1106. However, in other embodiments, there
is a different number of support members, for example
more than four.

[0091] In some embodiments, the lengths of the sup-
port members 1106 (i.e. the heights of the distal ends of
the support members above the upper surface of the
base 1104) are adjustable so that the fixture system 1102
may be adjusted to receive objects having different
shapes. However, in other embodiments, the lengths of
the support members 1106 are fixed and are selected
based upon a known shape of an object that is to be fixed
to the fixture system 1102.

[0092] At step s42, a laser tracker (not shown) meas-
ures the position of the first frame 202a on the support
structure 1102.

[0093] The position of the first frame 202a on the sup-
port structure may be adjusted based on the laser tracker
measurements to ensure that the firstframe has a desired
position relative to the support structure 1102.

[0094] At step s44, a first shear web 204a is attached
to a first robot arm 1110.

[0095] In this embodiment, the first shear web 204a is
to be attached to the firstframe 202a. The desired relative
positions of the first frame 202a and the first shear web
204a when they are attached together are specified in
the most recent (i.e. current) digital model of the airframe
200 (e.g. the digital model of the airframe created at step
s15 or s28).

[0096] The first robot arm 1110 is a conventional in-
dustrial robotarm, or robotic arm, such as a six-axis serial
arm robot. The first robot arm 1110 has at least six de-
grees of freedom. The first robot arm comprises a first
end effector 1112.

[0097] Inthisembodiment, firstend effector 1112 com-
prises an outer surface for receiving the first shear web
204a. The first end effector 1112 comprises a plurality of
locator pins 1114 located on and extending away from
the outer surface. In this embodiment, each of the locator
pins 1114 is configured to couple to a respective fixture
attachment feature of the first shear web 204a. In this
embodiment, each fixture attachment feature of the first
shear web 204a is a hole through the first shear web
204a, through which a respective locator pin 1114 may
be received. The relative positions of the locator pins
1114 correspond to those of the fixture attachment fea-
tures of the first shear web 204a such that the first shear
web 204a is placed against the outer surface of the first
end effector 1112 in such a way that each locator pin
1114 couples to a respective fixture attachment feature,
thereby securing the first shear web 204a against the
first end effector 1112.

[0098] The first end effector 1112 comprises a plurality
of second LEDs 1116. Inthisembodiment, there are three
second LEDs 1116. However, in other embodiments,
there is a different number of second LEDs, for example
more than three.

[0099] At step s46, a position measurement system
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1118 measures positions of the support structure 1102
and the first end effector 1112.

[0100] In this embodiment, the position measurement
system 1118 comprises a plurality of visible light detect-
ing cameras 1120, and a processor 1122 operatively cou-
pled to the cameras 1120.

[0101] In this embodiment, there are three cameras
1120. However, in other embodiments, there is a different
number of cameras, for example more than three.
[0102] The cameras 1120 detect light emitted by the
plurality of first LEDs 1107. These measurements are
sentfrom the cameras 1120 to the processor 1122. Using
the measurements of light emitted from the first LEDs
1107, the processor 1122 determines the position of the
base 1104 relative to the position measurement system
1118. In this embodiment, the processor uses this deter-
mined position of the base 1104 and the measured po-
sition of the first frame 202a on the support structure 1102
(taken at step s42) to determine the position of the first
frame 202a relative to the position measurement system
1118.

[0103] Also, the cameras 1120 detect light emitted by
the plurality of second LEDs 1116. These measurements
are sent from the cameras 1120 to the processor 1122.
Using the measurements of light emitted from the second
LEDs 1116, the processor 1122 determines the position
of the firstend effector 1112 relative to the position meas-
urement system 1118.

[0104] In this embodiment, the first shear web 204a
has a known position on the first end effector 1112. In
some embodiments, a laser tracker may be used to
measure the position of the first shear web 204a on the
first end effector 1112. Thus, the processor 1122 may
determine a position of the first shear web 204a relative
to the position measurement system 1118.

[0105] At step s48, the processor 1122 determines a
path for the first end effector 1122. The processor 1122
uses the determined position of the first frame 202a, the
determined position of the first end effector 1112 (and/or
the first shear web 204a), and the current digital model
of the airframe 200 to determine the path for the first end
effector 1112. The determined path for the first end ef-
fector 1122 is a path from the first end effector’s current
position (as measured at step s46) to a position at which
the first end effector holds the first shear web 204a in the
desired position relative to the first frame 202a that is
specified in the current digital model of the airframe 200.
[0106] At step s50, a controller 1124 controls the first
robot arm 1110 to move the first end effector 1112 along
the determined path. Thus, in this embodiment, the first
shear web 204a is moved so that its position relative to
the first frame 202a is the same as that specified in the
current digital model of the airframe 200. This movement
of the first shear web 204a relative to the first frame 202a
advantageously tends to cause fastener holes in the first
shear web 204a being aligned with fastener holes in the
first frame 202a.

[0107] At step s52, the position of the first robot arm
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1110 relative to the support structure 1102 is locked. This
may comprise maintaining power to the first robot arm
1110. Thus, the relative positions of the first frame 202a
and the first shear web 204a are maintained.

[0108] At step s54, a human operator fastens the first
shear web 204a to the first frame 202a using so-called
"temporary fasteners". The temporary fasteners may be,
for example, stainless steel bolts or rivets.

[0109] In this embodiment, the first shear web 204a is
positioned relative to the first frame 202a such that each
of a plurality of fastener holes through the first shear web
204a is aligned with a respective fastener hole through
the first frame 202a. Each temporary fastener is inserted
through a respective pair of aligned fastener holes. Thus,
the temporary fasteners are positioned through the first
frame 202a and the first shear web 204b to mechanically
join the first frame 202a and the first shear web 204b
together.

[0110] At step s56, three further shear webs are fas-
tened to the first frame 202a at positions specified by the
current digital model of the airframe 200.

[0111] In this embodiment, a second shear web 204b
is fastened to the first frame 202a at a desired position
as specified in the current digital model of the airframe
200. The second shear web 204b is fastened to the first
frame 202a using a second robot arm 1126, which is
controlled by the controller 1124. The second robot arm
1126 comprises a second end effector 1128 which holds
the second shear web 204b using a plurality of locator
pins 1130. The locator pins 1130 are attached to the at-
tachment features of the second shear web 204b. The
second end effector 1128 comprises a plurality of LEDs
1132, light from which is detected by the positioning sys-
tem 1118. The second shear web 204b is fastened to the
first frame 202a by repeating the process steps s44-s54
mutatis mutandis.

[0112] A third shear web may be fastened to the first
frame 202a at a desired position as specified in the cur-
rent digital model of the airframe 200 by, for example,
detaching the first end effector 1112 from the first shear
web 204a, attaching the third shear web to the first end
effector 1112, and repeating the process steps s44-s54
mutatis mutandis.

[0113] A fourth shear web may be fastened to the first
frame 202a at a desired position as specified in the cur-
rent digital model of the airframe 200 by, for example,
detaching the second end effector 1128 from the second
shear web 204b, attaching the fourth shear web to the
second end effector 1128, and repeating the process
steps s44-s54 mutatis mutandis.

[0114] At step s58, a second frame 202b is fastened
to the shear webs 204 (that are fastened to the first frame
202a) at a position specified by the current digital model
of the airframe 200.

[0115] In this embodiment, the second frame 202b is
fastened to the shear webs 204 at a desired position as
specified in the current digital model of the airframe 200.
The second frame 202b is fastened to the shear webs
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204 using a third robot arm 1134, which is controlled by
the controller 1124. The third robot arm 1134 comprises
a third end effector 1136 which holds the second frame
202b using a plurality of locator pins 1138. The locator
pins 1138 are attached to the frame attachment features
of the second frame 202b. The third end effector 1136
comprises a plurality of LEDs 1140, light from which is
detected by the positioning system 1118. The second
frame 202b is fastened to the shear webs 204 by repeat-
ing the process steps s44-s54 mutatis mutandis.

[0116] Atsteps60,ahumanoperatorreplacesthe tem-
porary fasteners fastening together the frames 202a-b
and shear webs 204 with so-called "permanent fasten-
ers". This completes assembly of the first subassembly
900.

[0117] The permanentfasteners may be, for example,
stainless steel bolts or rivets. The temporary fasteners
may be replaced one-by-one by the permanent fasten-
ers.

[0118] After replacement of the temporary fasteners
with the permanent fasteners, the completed first sub-
assembly 900 is removed from the support structure
1102.

[0119] Thus, a method of assembling the first sub-
assembly 900 is provided. The same method, mutatis
mutandis, may be used to assemble the second sub-
assembly.

[0120] Returning now to the description of step s34,
Figure 12 is a process flow chart showing certain steps
of a method of assembling the airframe 200 from the first
and second subassemblies. The description of Figure 12
will refer to Figure 13. Figure 13 is a schematiciillustration
(not to scale) showing the assembly system 1100 being
used to assemble the airframe 200.

[0121] At step s70, the assembly system 1100 posi-
tions the first subassembly 900 and the second sub-
assembly 1300 at desired relative positions as specified
in the current digital model of the airframe 200.

[0122] In this embodiment, the second subassembly
1300 is fixed to the support structure 1102. In particular,
a lower frame 202 of the second subassembly 1300 is
attached to the locator pins 1108 of the support members
1106, as described in more detail earlier above with ref-
erence to step s40 of Figure 10, mutatis mutandis.
[0123] Also, the first subassembly 900 is fixed to the
third end effector 1136 of the third robot arm 1134. In
particular, an upper frame 202 of the first subassembly
900 is attached to the locator pins 1138 the third end
effector 1136, as described in more detail earlier above
with reference to step s58 of Figure 10, mutatis mutandis.
[0124] Using measurements of light emitted from the
first and third diodes 1107,1140 taken by the positioning
system 1118, the controller 1124 controls the third robot
arm 1134 to move the first subassembly 900 relative to
the second subassembly 1300 such that the subassem-
blies 900, 1300 are at relative positions specified in the
current digital model of the airframe 200. This may be
performed as described in more detail earlier above with
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reference to steps s46-s50 of Figure 10, mutatis
mutandis.

[0125] At step s71, the position of the third robot arm
1134 relative to the support structure 1102 is locked. This
may comprise maintaining power to the third robot arm
1134. Thus, the relative positions of subassemblies 900,
1300 are maintained.

[0126] At step s72, one or more human operators at-
tach intermediate shear webs 204c between the first and
second subassemblies 900, 1300, thereby fixing togeth-
er the first and second subassemblies 900, 1300. In this
embodiment, four intermediate shear webs 204c are at-
tached between the first and second subassemblies 900,
1300, thereby providing the assembled airframe 200.
[0127] An intermediate shear web 204c may be at-
tached between the subassemblies 900, 1300 as follows.
Firstly, the one or more human operators move the in-
termediate shear web 204c to a position between the
lower frame 202 of the first subassembly 900 and the
upper frame 200 of the second subassembly 1300, as
indicated in Figure 13 by a solid arrow and the reference
numeral 1302. The intermediate shear web 204c is po-
sitioned such that a plurality of fastener holes of an upper
portion of the shear web 204c align with a corresponding
plurality of fastener holes of the lower frame 202 of the
first subassembly 900, and such that a plurality of fas-
tener holes of a lower portion of the shear web 204c¢ align
with a corresponding plurality of fastener holes of the
upper frame 202 of the second subassembly 1300. This
advantageously tends to provide that the shearweb 204c
is positioned relative to the subassemblies 900, 1300 as
specified in the current digital model of the airframe 200.
Next, the one or more human operators fasten the shear
web 204c to the lower frame 202 of the first subassembly
900 and the upper frame 202 of the second subassembly
1300 using a plurality of "temporary fasteners". Each tem-
porary fastener is inserted through a respective pair of
aligned fastener holes. Thus, a plurality of temporary fas-
teners is positioned through the shear web 204c and the
lower frame 202 of the first subassembly 900 to mechan-
ically join the shear web 204c and the lower frame 202
of the first subassembly 900 together. Also, a further plu-
rality of temporary fasteners is positioned through the
shear web 204c and the upper frame 202 of the second
subassembly 1300 to mechanically join the shear web
204c and the upper frame 202 of the second subassem-
bly 1300 together.

[0128] Once all four of the intermediate shear webs
204c are attached between the first and second sub-
assemblies 900, 1300 using temporary fasteners, a hu-
man operator replaces the temporary fasteners with per-
manent fasteners.

[0129] This completes assembly of the airframe 200.
[0130] Thus, a method of assembling the airframe 200
is provided.

[0131] Returning now to the description of step s36,

Figure 14 is a process flow chart showing certain steps
of a method of attaching an aircraft external skin to the
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outer surface of the airframe 200.

[0132] At step s80, a laser tracker measures the sur-
faces of the airframe 200 to which the aircraft external
skinis to be attached. In this embodiment, the laser track-
er measures external surfaces of the airframe 200. In
some embodiments, one or more different types of sur-
face measurement sensor (such as a lidar apparatus)
may be used instead of or in addition to a laser tracker.
[0133] Atsteps82, anew (or updated) digital model of
the external surfaces of the airframe 200 is created using
the laser tracker measurements taken at step s80. This
digital model tends to be an accurate digital representa-
tion of the surface of the assembled airframe 200. The
digital model of the external surfaces of the airframe 200
may be specified by a human user using a computer and
any appropriate 3D modelling software or CAD tool.
[0134] At step s84, an aircraft external skin for the air-
frame 200 is provided. The aircraft skin may be fabricated
using any appropriate known fabrication method. The air-
craft skin may be made of, for example, CFC.

[0135] Atsteps86,alasertracker measuresaninternal
surface of the aircraft skin. In other words, the surface of
the aircraft skin that is to be held against the airframe
200 is measured. In other embodiments, one or more
different types of surface measurement sensor (such as
a lidar apparatus) may be used instead of or in addition
to a laser tracker.

[0136] At step s88, a digital model of the inner surface
of the aircraft skin is created using the laser tracker meas-
urements taken at step s86. The digital model of the inner
surface of the aircraft skin may be specified by a human
user using a computer and any appropriate 3D modelling
software or CAD tool.

[0137] Atsteps90, adigital model of a shim is created.
This shim is hereinafter referred to as the "skin shim".
[0138] Figure 15 is a schematic illustration (not to
scale) showing a portion of the digital model of the shim
1500.

[0139] In this embodiment, the using the digital model
of the shim 1500 is determined using the digital model
of the external surface 1502 of the airframe 200 and the
digital model of the inner surface 1504 of the aircraft skin
1506. In particular, in this embodiment, the digital models
of the external surface 1502 of the airframe 200 and the
inner surface 1504 of the aircraft skin 1506 are digitally
assembled together, i.e. such that the aircraft skin 1506
covers the airframe as desired. The skin shim 1500 is
then specified to fill the space (i.e. the gap) between the
external surface 1502 of the airframe 200 and the inner
surface 1504 of the aircraft skin 1506. Thus, the skin shim
1506 fits between the airframe 200 and the aircraft skin
1506.

[0140] The digital model of the skin shim 1500 may be
specified by a human user using a computer and any
appropriate 3D modelling software or CAD tool.

[0141] At step s92, physical skin shims 1500 are pro-
duced according to the digital models of the skin shims
1500 created at step s90.
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[0142] In this embodiment, the skin shims 1500 are
produced by an AM apparatus performing an AM proc-
ess. Examples of AM processes that may be used to
produce the skin shims 1500 include, but are not limited
to, binder jetting, directed energy deposition, material ex-
trusion, material jetting, powder bed fusion, sheet lami-
nation, and vat photopolymerization.

[0143] The skin shims 1500 may be made of any ap-
propriate material, for example, aluminium or aluminium
alloy, titanium or titanium alloy, or a plastic. Preferably,
the skin shims 1500 are resistant to corrosion or degra-
dation by contact with aircraft fuel.

[0144] At step s94, the physical skin shims 1500 are
bonded to the corresponding surfaces of the physical air-
frame 200. Any appropriate bonding process may be
used to bond the skin shims 1500 to the airframe 200.
For example, a polysulphide adhesive may be used.
[0145] Insomeembodiments, the skin shims 1500 may
be formed onto the surfaces of the airframe 200 using
an AM process (such as a DW process) to "print" the skin
shims 1500 directly onto the surfaces of the component
parts 202, 204.

[0146] In some embodiments, one or more of the skin
shims 1500 is bonded to or formed on the inner surface
1504 of the external skin 1506 at step s94 instead of first
being bonded to the airframe 200.

[0147] At step s96, the aircraft skin 1506 is attached
to the shimmed surface of the airframe 200 (i.e. the outer
surface of the airframe 200 to which the skin shim 1500
has been bonded).

[0148] The aircraft skin 1506 may be attached to the
shimmed surface of the airframe 200 using any appro-
priate attachment process, for example using drilled fas-
teners.

[0149] In some embodiments, the aircraft skin 1506
may be positioned such that its inner surface 1504 con-
tacts the shimmed surface of the airframe 200 as desired.
Holes for fasteners are subsequently drilled through the
aircraft skin 1506 and airframe 200. Fasteners (e.g. bolts
or rivets) are secured through the drilled holes thereby
to fasten the aircraft skin 1506 to the airframe 200.
[0150] In some embodiments, an adhesive (e.g. a
polysulphide adhesive) may be applied between the in-
ner surface 1504 of the aircraft skin 1506 and the
shimmed surface of the airframe 200.

[0151] Thus, a method of attaching the aircraft external
skin 1506 to the outer surface of the airframe 200 is pro-
vided.

[0152] An advantage provided by the above described
methods and apparatus is that the airframe tends to be
produced within very tight tolerance bounds that tend not
to be possible using conventional production techniques.
For example, an inner mould line (IML) of the airframe
tends to be within very with tight tolerances. Thus, as-
sembly of the aircraft, for example the attaching of the
wings and empennage to the fuselage, tends to be facil-
itated.

[0153] The above described production process may
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be used to produce a kit of parts for the airframe, which
may be later assembled. In other words, assembly does
not have to take place at the same time and location as
part production. The kit may be stored and/or transported
relatively easily. Furthermore, one or more component
parts may be produced at differentlocations to other com-
ponent parts. Assembly of the airfframe may take place
at a different location to the location(s) at which the com-
ponents parts were produced.

[0154] The above described methods and apparatus
tend to provide that the component parts of the airframe
(e.g. the frames and the shear webs) may be produced
independently from one another. In other words, there
tends to be no requirement to machine or process the
components as a set. This independent production of the
components tends to reduce production time of the air-
frame compared to conventional processes.

[0155] A further advantage provided by the above de-
scribed methods and apparatus is that non-destructive
testing and other processes may be performed on indi-
vidual airframe components separately. Such non-de-
structive testing tends to be difficult using conventional
fabrication and assembly processes.

[0156] The above described system and method tend
to provide for greater flexibility. The above described sys-
tem and method tend to provide for faster production and
assembly.

[0157] The above described system and apparatus
may be used to produce and assemble different types of
structures. The above described apparatus tends to be
reusable to assemble multiple different structures.
[0158] Advantageously, the frames and shear webs
tend to be machined with high accuracy with respect to
alocal component frame datum that is defined by attach-
ment features that are used to locate that component on
the machining fixture and robot arms. This advanta-
geously tends to facilitate assembly and improve toler-
ances.

[0159] Inthe above described methods, manualdrilling
of parts tends to be avoided. Also, manual determination
of shim sizes (e.g. using feeler gauges) tends to be avoid-
ed. Thus, faster production of parts and greater accuracy
tend to be provided. Furthermore, drilled holes can be
de-burred at machining stage as opposed to, for exam-
ple, during assembly. This tends to provide for faster as-
sembly.

[0160] Advantageously, use of assembly tools such as
rigid metal jigs and pick-up devices tends to be avoided.
Thus, costs associated with production and storage of
these assembly tools can be avoided.

[0161] The assembly system, which comprises the ro-
bot arms and the support structure, tends to occupy less
space than conventional assembly systems, which typi-
cally comprise large assembly jigs. Using the above de-
scribed systems and methods, the airframe may be as-
sembled vertically, which further tends to reduce system
footprint. Furthermore, the robot arms may be moved
and arranged to operate in different sizes and shapes of
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workspace. Also, the robot arms may be moved and ar-
ranged to accommodate different sizes and shapes of
structures and component parts being assembled.
[0162] Advantageously, the end effectors of the robot
arms may be changed, thereby allowing the same robot
arm to be used to hold and position different component
parts.

[0163] The above described methods and apparatus
tend to facilitate the production and assembly of "one-
off’ airframes and aircraft. The above described system
and apparatus tends to be particularly useful in the pro-
vision of demonstration, prototype, and/or development
services.

[0164] Apparatus, including the any of the abovemen-
tioned computers or processes for performing any of the
above described data processing method steps may be
provided by configuring or adapting any suitable appa-
ratus, for example one or more computers or other
processing apparatus or processors, and/or providing
additional modules. The apparatus may comprise a com-
puter, a network of computers, or one or more proces-
sors, for implementing instructions and using data, in-
cluding instructions and data in the form of a computer
program or plurality of computer programs stored in or
on a machine-readable storage medium such as com-
puter memory, a computer disk, ROM, PROM etc., or
any combination of these or other storage media.
[0165] It should be noted that certain of the process
steps depicted in the flowcharts of Figures 3, 8, 10, 12,
and 14 and described above may be omitted or such
process steps may be performed in differing order to that
presented above and shown in those Figures. Further-
more, although all the process steps have, for conven-
ience and ease of understanding, been depicted as dis-
crete temporally-sequential steps, nevertheless some of
the process steps may in fact be performed simultane-
ously or at least overlapping to some extent temporally.
[0166] In the above embodiments, an airframe of an
aircraft fuselage is produced. However, in other embod-
iments, a different type of structure is produced. For ex-
ample, an airframe of a different part of the aircraft, e.g.
a wing or the empennage, may be produced.

[0167] In the above embodiments, the airframe com-
prises four frames and twelve shear webs. However, in
other embodiments, the airframe comprises a different
number of frames and/or shear webs. Also, the airframe
may comprise one or more different type of component
including but not limited to, for example, longerons,
beams, keels, fuel floors, etc.

[0168] Inthe above embodiments, each airframe com-
ponent (i.e. each frame and shear web) comprises four
attachment features which are used to determine a da-
tum for that component. The attachment features are
holes through the structure of the component. However,
in other embodiments, one or more of the airframe com-
ponents comprises a different number of attachment fea-
tures. In some embodiments, one or more of the attach-
ment features may be a different type of attachment fea-
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ture other than a through hole.

[0169] In the above embodiments, the airframe is as-
sembled by firstly assembling two subassembilies, and
then subsequently attaching those subassemblies to-
gether. However, in other embodiments, the airframe is
assembled in a different way, for example by attaching
the component parts together in a different order to that
described above.

[0170] In the above embodiments, the assembly sys-
tem comprises a support structure comprising vertical,
elongate support members. However, in other embodi-
ments, a different type of support structure is used.
[0171] In the above embodiments, the assembly sys-
tem comprises three robot arms. However, in other em-
bodiments, a different number of robot arms is used, for
example only a single robot arm.

[0172] In the above embodiments, the robot arms are
controlled based on camera measurements of light emit-
ted by LEDs on the end effectors of the robot arms. How-
ever, in other embodiments, one or more of the robot
arms is controlled in a different appropriate way.

Claims
1. An assembly method comprising:

providing a digital model of at least part of an
aircraft airframe, the digital model of the at least
part of the aircraft airframe comprising a respec-
tive digital model of each of a plurality of com-
ponent parts of the aircraft airframe;

providing the plurality of component parts of the
aircraft airframe, each of the plurality of compo-
nent parts comprising one or more predrilled fas-
tener holes;

fixing a first component part to a support struc-
ture;

fixing a second component part to an end effec-
tor of a robot arm;

using the digital model of the at least part of the
aircraft airframe, controlling the robot arm to
move the second component part relative to the
first component part thereby moving the second
component partinto a position relative to the first
component part specified in the digital model of
the atleastpartofthe aircraft aiframe, and caus-
ing one or more predrilled holes in the second
component part to align with one or more pre-
drilled holes in the first component part respec-
tively; and

attaching the second component part to the first
component partby inserting a respective fasten-
er through each pair of the aligned predrilled
holes, thereby producing an assembled at least
part of the aircraft airframe.

2. An assembly method according to claim 1, further
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comprising measuring, by a position measurement
system, a position of the support structure relative
to the position measurement system, wherein the
step of controlling the robot arm comprises using the
measured position of the support structure relative
to the position measurement system.

An assembly method according to claim 1 or 2, fur-
ther comprising measuring, by a position measure-
ment system, a position of the end effector relative
to the position measurement system, wherein the
step of controlling the robot arm comprises using the
measured position of the end effector relative to the
position measurement system.

An assembly method according to any of claims 1
to 3, further comprising locking a position of the robot
arm during the step of attaching the second compo-
nent part to the first component part.

An assembly method according to any of claims 1
to 4, further comprising, using the robot arm and/or
one or more further robot arms, attaching a plurality
of further component parts to the first component
part and/or the second component part thereby to
assemble the at least part of the aircraft airframe.

An assembly method according to claim 5, wherein
the at least part of the aircraft airfframe is assembled
in such a way that a longitudinal axis of the at least
part of the aircraft airfframe is substantially vertical.

An assembly method according to any of claims 1
to 6, further comprising:

measuring a surface of the assembled at least
part of the aircraft airframe; and

determining a second digital model of the atleast
part of the aircraft airframe using the measure-
ments of the surface of the assembled least part
of the aircraft airframe.

8. An assembly method according to claim 7, further

comprising:

providing an aircraft skin;

measuring a surface of the aircraft skin;
creating a digital model of the aircraft skin using
the measurements of the surface of the aircraft
skin;

digitally assembling the second digital model of
the at least part of the aircraft airfframe with the
digital model of the aircraft skin;

using the digitally assembled second digital
model of the at least part of the aircraft airframe
and the digital model of the aircraft skin, creating
a digital model of a shim, the shim filling a gap
between the second digital model of the at least
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part of the aircraft airfframe and the digital model
of the aircraft skin; and

producing a physical shim using the digital mod-
el of the shim.

An assembly method according to claim 8, further
comprising:

attaching the physical shim to the assembled at
least part of the aircraft airframe; and

attaching the aircraft skin to the assembled at
least part of the aircraft airframe with the phys-
ical shim attached thereto.

An assembly method according to any of claims 1
to 9, wherein the step of providing the plurality of
component parts of the aircraft airframe comprises,
for each of the plurality of component parts:

providing a first digital model of that component
part;

producing an initial physical part using the first
digital model;

measuring a surface of the initial physical part;
creating a second digital model using the meas-
urements of the surface of the initial physical
part, the second digital model being a digital
model of the initial physical part;

specifying one or more fastener holes in the sec-
ond digital model; and

drilling one or more fastener holes in the initial
physical part using the second digital model with
the one or more fastener holes specified therein,
thereby producing that component part of the
aircraft airframe.

An assembly method according to claim 10, wherein
the step of drilling one or more fastener holes in the
initial physical part comprises:

attaching, using attachment features of the initial
physical part, the initial physical part to a ma-
chining fixture;

determining a datum, the datum being depend-
entupon the relative positions of the attachment
features; and

controlling drilling apparatus with respect to the
datum to drill the one or more fastener holes in
the initial physical part so as to produce that
component part of the aircraft airframe.

An assembly method according to any of claims 1
to 11, wherein the step of providing the plurality of
component parts of the aircraft airframe comprises,
for each of the plurality of component parts:

providing a workpiece comprising a plurality of
attachment features for attaching the workpiece
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to a machining fixture;

attaching, using the attachment features, the
workpiece to the machining fixture;
determining a datum, the datum being depend-
ent upon the relative positions of the attachment
features;

providing a first digital model of that component
part; and

controlling machining apparatus with respect to
the datum to machine the workpiece attached
to the machining fixture so as to produce that
component part as specified by the first digital
model.

13. An assembly method according to claim 11 or 12,
wherein:

the first component part is fixed to the support
structure using attachment features of the first
component; and/or

the second component part is fixed to the end
effector using attachment features of the second
component.

14. A method accordingto any of claims 10 to 13, where-
in the step of providing a digital model of at least part
of anaircraft airfframe comprises digitally assembling
the second digital models of the component parts.

15. A system comprising:

one or more processors configured to provide a
digital model of at least part of an aircraft air-
frame, the digital model of the at least part of the
aircraft airframe comprising a respective digital
model of each of a plurality of component parts
of the aircraft airframe;

a support structure configured to receive a first
component part of the aircraft airframe, the first
component part comprising one or more pre-
drilled fastener holes;

arobot arm comprising an end effector, the end
effector configured to receive a second compo-
nent part of the aircraft airframe, the second
component part comprising one or more pre-
drilled fastener holes; and

a controller configured to control the robot arm,
using the digital model of the at least part of the
aircraft airfframe, to move the second compo-
nent part relative to the first component part
thereby moving the second component part into
a position relative to the first component part
specified in the digital model of the at least part
of the aircraft airframe, and to cause the one or
more predrilled holes in the second component
partto align with the one or more predrilled holes
in the first component part respectively.
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Fig. 3
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Fig. 8
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Fig. 14
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